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increase  vulnerabilities  to  anxiety  and depression.   Examination  of  cross-cultural 
differences can provide understanding for both distinctive and universal challenges that 
first-year students face and can help improve their transition into university as well as 
protect  their psychological well-being.   This  study  included 752  first-year university 
students  from several universities  in Okinawa, Germany, and Thailand.   Participants 
ranged  in age  from 18 to 41 years old  (M = 19.73, SD = 2.10).   Results  indicated that 




stress were  5.7%,  26.3%,  and  19.0%,  respectively.     This  research  addresses  the 
knowledge gap in the literature on the mental health of first-year university students in 
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Introduction
Mental  health  issues,  specifically  depression,  anxiety  and  stress,  have been 
increasing  for university students across  the globe  (Auerbach et al.,  2018; Eisenberg, 
Golberstein, & Hunt,  2009; Garlow et al.,  2008; Kessler et al.,  2005; Khan, Mahmood, 
Badshah, Ali & Jamal,  2006; Ratanasiripong et al.,  2015).   The prevalence of mental 
health  issues among university students highlights  the  importance of addressing  the 
symptoms prior  to onset  to  take preventative measures regarding current and  future 
mental health.  As first-year university students face new and overwhelming stressors 






studies  identifying depressive  symptoms within up  to half  of  the  sample population 
(Brandy et al.,  2015;  Jinnin et  al.,  2017; Mikolajczyk, Maxwell, Naydenova, Meier, & 
Ansari, 2008, Mikolajczyk et al., 2008; Phimarn, Kaewphila, Suttajit & Saramunee, 2015; 









expected,  first-year  students worldwide undergo a variety  of  stressors during  the 
transitional phase into universities as they encounter a new environment, experience a 
new social life, and are required to meet higher academic demands (Dyson & Renk, 2006; 
Shudifat & Al-Husban, 2015).   With  increased academic demands,  first-year students 
have  fewer hours available  for socializing;  therefore,  loss of social  life was reported as 
the highest source of interpersonal stress within this specific population (Shudifat & Al-
Husban,  2015).   Additionally,  academic  demands may  in  turn  affect  student  sleep 
patterns and influence sleep disorders, such as insomnia, more acutely among first-year 
university  students  (Sadigh, Himmanen, & Scepansky,  2014).   Previous  studies  on 
university students have shown that limited or poor sleep patterns are associated with 
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higher levels of mental health challenges (Eisenberg et al., 2009; Fawzy & Hamed, 2017; 
Hysenbegasi, Hass, & Rowland, 2005; Nyer et al., 2013; Suchecki, Tiba, & Machado, 2017), 
thus  emphasizing  the  significant  impact  of  schedule  demands  on  both  academic 
performance and mental health. 
The prevalence of anxiety may also be an indicator of low self-esteem, as found in 
a study of 779  first-year students  (Stupnisky et al.,  2013).   Furthermore,  self-esteem, 
along with  self-efficacy, has been determined  to be a predictor of  stress as well  as 
physical and mental health challenges  (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; Stupnisky et al., 
2013).  “Self-efficacy,” defined as one’s confidence in achieving goals, has been associated 








First-Year Students in Okinawa
Research has been conducted on the mental health of university students in Japan 








as  employers  hire  based  primarily  on  one’s  academic  background  (Cooke,  2005; 
Wieczorek, 2008).  Therefore, the pressures to be academically successful are amplified 
to a greater magnitude than  in other countries considered  in  this study.   Students of 
both high schools and colleges are required  to pass an entrance exam to attend  the 
schools of their choice; roughly one-third of students testing for a 4-year university pass 
(Cooke,  2005; Wieczorek,  2008).   The pressure and stress experienced by a  student 
throughout  the  transitions  into  high  school  and  college may  slowly  erode  their 
psychological well-being  (Jinnin et al., 2017; Tomoda et al., 2000).   A study  found that 
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over half  of  the  sample population of  first-year students  in  Japan reported a major 
depressive episode (MDE) described in the DSM-III-R (Tomoda et al., 2000).  Jinnin et al. 
(2017)  found  that  those who  initially  reported high depressive symptoms were at a 
higher  risk  for  depression  later  in  life, while  those who  scored  low  or middle  in 
depressive symptoms remained stable and were considered  low risk  for  later onset of 















lower  level  of  self-esteem  in  comparison  to  those who  scored high  on depressive 
symptoms during  the baseline  and  lower depressive  symptoms during  the  retest 
12-months post-baseline. 
First-Year Students in Germany
The minimal  research examining  the prevalence of mental health  challenges 
among  first-year  students  in Germany,  similar  to  such  students  globally,  reports 
stressors involving exams and academic workload (Dyson & Renk, 2006; Mikolajczyk et 
al., 2008b; Shudifat & Al-Husban, 2015; Tomoda et al., 2000).  Stress has been shown to 
affect the burdens of coursework and exams,  in turn affecting  levels of depression.   A 
study of 803  first-year German students  found  that depression was  less affected by 
academic burdens if stress levels were low, while depression was significantly impacted 
by academic burdens  if stress  levels were high (Mikolajczyk et al., 2008b).   This study 
also demonstrated a positive correlation between stress and depression, reporting 23% 
prevalence of depression throughout the sample population (Mikolajczyk et al., 2008b).
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First-Year Students in Thailand
There are minimal studies conducted on college students  in Thailand, and even 
fewer  studies  involving  first-year  students.   From previous  studies,  first-year Thai 















2015; Tomoda et al.,  2000).   The decreased hours  for  sleep and recovery due  to  the 
increased workload influence poor sleep habits that have demonstrated negative effects 
on mental health (Eisenberg et al., 2009; Fawzy & Hamed, 2017; Hysenbegasi et al., 2005; 
Nyer  et  al.,  2013;  Sadigh  et  al.,  2014;  Suchecki  et  al.,  2017).   Along with  academic 
demands, social and environmental changes may place first-year university students at a 
disadvantage, as students are unable to depend on the support of family and friends who 
are no  longer  in close proximity.   The difficult  challenges of  transitioning  to a new 
environment may  impact  self-esteem and  anxiety  as  they  surround  students with 
unfamiliarity, thus impacting the potential for successful adaptation.  To better examine 
mental health challenges in this population, future studies would benefit from increased 
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years old  (M = 19.73, SD = 2.10).   The surveys were distributed  in classroom settings 
after a short introduction (purpose of the research, informed consent, and voluntary and 
confidential nature of the study) was given in the native language.  The first page of the 
survey  package  consisted  of  the  informed  consent.  Completing  the  survey  took 
approximately 15 minutes. 
Instrumentation
Mental Health (Depression, Anxiety, and Stress).   Mental health was assessed 
using translated versions of the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS; Lovibond 
& Lovibond, 1995).  The DASS has been translated and validated for the Japanese, Thai, 
and German  populations.   This  scale was  found  to  have  excellent  psychometric 
properties with an alpha  reliability  of  .88,  .82,  and  .90,  respectively,  for depression, 
anxiety, and stress  (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995).   The DASS measures symptoms of 
depression, anxiety, and stress over the past week with a 4-point Likert scale of 0 (did 
not  apply  to me at  all)  to  3  (applied  to me very much,  or most  of  the  time).   The 
depression  subscale  assesses  dysphoria,  hopelessness,  lethargy,  and  self-criticism. 
Anxiety  is measured  as physiological  arousal  and  situational  anxiety.   The  stress 
subscale  assesses  chronic  arousal  through  the  experience  of  irritability,  tension, 
impatience and over-reaction.  Higher scores indicate higher levels of distress caused by 




and consists of 10  items which are required  to be rated on a  four-point Likert  scale 
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Results
This study examined the prevalence and predictors of depression, anxiety, and 





Table 1. Summary of All Data Scales





































Table 2. Pearson’s Correlations of Measured Variables 
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Depression - .66** .70** -.37** -.04 .12**
2. Anxiety  - .67** -.28** -.01 .13**
3. Stress  -  -.23** .05 .06
4. Self-Esteem - .12** -.15**
Note: *p < .05  **p < .01
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that first-year students  in Germany  (9.58 ± 8.94, p <  .001) showed significantly  lower 
levels of depression compared to first-year students in Thailand (12.66 ± 12.57, p = .001).
 
Anxiety.   There was a  statistically  significant difference between groups as 
determined by one-way ANOVA ( F(2,742) = 15.049, p < .001).  A Tukey post hoc test 
revealed that first-year students in Germany (8.15 ± 7.85, p < .001) and Thailand (9.43 ± 
7.19, p  <  .001)  showed  significantly higher  levels  of  anxiety  compared  to  first-year 
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Stress.   There was  a  statistically  significant  difference  between groups  as 
determined by one-way ANOVA (F(2,743) = 53.609, p <  .001).   A Tukey post hoc test 
revealed that first-year students in Germany (13.44 ± 9.33, p < .001) and Thailand (12.36 
± 8.00, p  <  .001)  showed significantly higher  levels of  stress compared  to  first-year 
students  in Okinawa  (5.69 ± 6.43)  (Figure 6).   There was no statistically  significant 

























Further,  results  suggested  that  first-year  university  students  in Okinawa, 
Germany, and Thailand experience elevated levels of anxiety symptoms.  The prevalence 
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rate of moderate to extremely severe levels of anxiety for first-year university students 
in Okinawa, Germany, and Thailand were 18.0%, 33.6%, and 43.3%, respectively.   First-
year university students  in Okinawa showed significantly  lower  levels of anxiety then 
first-year students in Germany and Thailand.  First-year students in Okinawa experience 
similar  levels of anxiety symptoms to students  in Chile  (16.4%; Cova et al.,  2007) and 
higher levels than students in China (23.7%; Cheung et al., 2016), the United States (25%; 
Beiter et al., 2015), and Turkey (47.1%; Bayram & Bilgel, 2008).   
The results showed that  first-year university students  in Okinawa, unlike  first-
year university students  in Germany and Thailand, experienced  low  levels of elevated 
stress.  The prevalence rate of moderate to extremely severe levels of stress for first-
year university  students  in Okinawa, Germany,  and Thailand were 5.7%, 26.3%, and 
19.0%,  respectively.   First-year university  students  in Okinawa showed significantly 




Additionally,  the results  indicated that first-year university students  in Okinawa 
possess significantly lower levels of self-esteem compared to students in Germany, who 
in  turn,  possess  significantly  lower  levels  of  self-esteem  than  first-year  university 
students in Thailand. 
One  interesting result  from this study  is  that first year students  from Okinawa 
scored  the  lowest  level  for all  the  four  instruments measured.   Even  though better 
mental health is associated with higher self-esteem, Okinawa students appeared to have 
the lowest levels of depression, anxiety, and stress while having the lowest level of self-
esteem among students  from  the  three countries. One possible  explanation  for  the 
lowest scores across all  instruments  for Okinawan college students could be that as a 
group,  they  tend  to endorse  lower  level  of  symptomology as well  as  lower  level  of 
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Implications
The prevalence  of mental  health  challenges  faced  by  first-year  students  in 
Okinawa,  Germany,  and Thailand within  this  study  exposes  the  need  to  take 
preventative measures.   As  first-year university students experience  the heightened 
demands of college, stress management becomes a necessary skill.  Conley, Travers, and 
Bryant  (2013)  implemented an  informative  seminar  about  stress management  and 





nature  of  new relationships  typically  increases  levels  of  social  anxiety within  this 
particular population,  leaving  it  susceptible  to depression  and other mental  health 
challenges  (Brandy et al.,  2015; Dyson & Renk, 2006).   Urani et al.  (2003)  found  that 
students who experienced high levels of social anxiety had higher levels of homesickness. 
Correspondingly,  socially anxious  first-year  students had difficulties developing new 
relationships, which  in  turn decreased  their  level of  social  support  throughout  their 
transition  (Urani  et  al.,  2003).   Their  inability  to acquire progressive  social  support 
prolonged  their  homesickness, while  highlighting maladaptive behaviors  that  are 
associated with stress and other mental health challenges (Brandy et al., 2015; Urani et 
al., 2003).  Therefore, peer mentorship programs have been demonstrated as an effective 
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understanding of mental health  challenges among  first-year university  students  to 
support  this  population  effectively.   Future  research  should  focus  on  identifying 
protective factors as well as exploring interventions to foster the successful adjustment 
of  first-year  university  students  and  to  decrease  depression,  anxiety,  and  stress 
symptoms throughout this population.  
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大学初年次学生 752 名（Ｍ =19．73、ＳＤ =2．10）を対象にサーベイ調査を行った。うつ
傾向を示す尺度では沖縄の学生が 11．3％、ドイツ 24．6％、タイ 35．6％となり、不安傾向
尺度については沖縄 18．0％、ドイツ 33．6％、タイ 43．3％、ストレス尺度では沖縄 5．7％、
ドイツ 26．3％、タイ 19．0％となっている。本研究は大学初年次学生の国際比較に新たな
知見をもたらすと共に、初年次学生のメンタルヘルスの予防に関していくつか考察を提供
している。
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